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Abstract: 
As the NCLB (No Child Left Behind) Act of 2001 enforced frequent standardized testing, the US 
Department of Education established a curriculum centered around drilling test material to meet 
nationwide requirements. Consequently, students are still offered a limited education, 
encouraging skills like memorization and quick thinking to be reflected in their scores. 
Particularly in writing, these tests and timed assignments stifle creativity, as they leave little 
room for students to be thoughtful and critical in their responses. Standardized tests lead both 
teachers and students to forget the purpose of writing as a tool for authentic expression and 
individuality. Furthermore, the focus on standard five-paragraph essays causes a disconnect 
between secondary curriculum and post-secondary writing expectations. Apart from testing, the 
flawed grading system within high school English education insists on quantifying a subject that 
instead should rely on feedback from teachers and peers. Throughout this paper, we will look at 
multiple experiences of educators and students to determine what is lacking in secondary 
English curriculum, how those missing skills impact students’ writing endeavors in and beyond 




Writing- in all of its many forms and styles- is the basis of communication. Without it, 
we wouldn’t have award-winning movies to entertain us, revolutionary speeches to inspire us, or 
wordy textbooks to educate (or bore) us. Most importantly, if we didn’t know how to write, we’d 
have a difficult time expressing our ideas. Whenever we put our pen to paper, we’re one step 
closer to making sense of ourselves and others in a way that spoken interaction doesn’t always 
put into focus. Regardless of genre, every writer serves a purpose to make their readers think, 
feel, or act. Although, there are many factors in our education system that disrupt students’ 
writing skills. As the U.S. Department of Education leans on drilling test material to meet 
nationwide requirements, high school students are graduating with a limited perception of 
writing. The secondary education system structures English writing curriculum around 
standardized testing and quantitative, timed thinking as opposed to creating versatile, well-
rounded writers. With the intention of leading students to success, our education system must 
provide them with the time and resources to think critically in preparation for college 
composition expectations and beyond. 
 Both students and high school teachers can agree that standardized testing is the root of 
all evil when it comes to the education system. It is perhaps the most detrimental piece of the 
puzzle. Bronwyn Williams, a professor at the University of Louisville and editor for the Literacy 
and Identity Department, explains that “Standardized testing, to be standardized, must create 
questions and answers that leave no room for interpretation. Such rigid questions and answers 
remove the importance of context from literacy practices and allow for no independent meaning 
making from students. Yet it is in that moment when an individual makes meaning in writing and 
reading in a specific cultural context that identity and literacy come together” (Williams, 154). 
Williams stresses a valid argument, claiming that standardized testing creates standard writers, 
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never exceptional, creative, and thoughtful writers. By asking students questions with only right 
or wrong answers, they’re conditioned to believe that writing is an unambiguous task when it is 
exactly the opposite. In teaching for the test, students miss out on the meaningful parts of 
learning since there’s no room to have an opinion that disagrees with the “right” answer.  
 One of the best questions any writer can ask themselves when responding to content is 
“What if…?” This ability to come up with a unique, individual perspective is taken away from 
students the second they’re handed a timed prompt that has absolutely no connection to their 
lives whatsoever. Then, they’re assessed on it. Williams describes this inadequacy by saying that 
“literacy practices [have] become less about communicating with people and more about 
communicating with a faceless system or a machine. What students, like administrators and 
teachers, learn from this system is that only the numbers matter, not the meaning or the 
communication” (Williams, 156). The intense focus on standardized testing and grading causes 
us to forget why we read and write in the first place- to express and inspire the mind of another 
person. When testing tries to quantify writing instead of looking for the quality of it, the meaning 
becomes almost insignificant. It gives students the impression that writing doesn’t hold 
importance for any other reason than to be judged. Writing is a human endeavor and an act of 
discovery, not just a way to check off boxes on a list of criteria made up by a detached grader. 
Students will never be able to express themselves authentically if teachers are obligated to grade 
based on the number of grammar errors and whether or not the expected word count is reached. 
This isn’t to say that those aspects of writing are irrelevant, but teachers aren’t finding signs of 
critical thinking in conventions, yet that’s what students are assessed on. While it is universally 
understood that writing should be reviewed and critiqued, our secondary education system 
wrongfully tries to calculate something that is supposed to be subjective.  
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Taking this a step further, we have to think about the value of grades and where they 
actually matter. Concerning factual subjects like math or science, assessing skills objectively is 
easier, as there is a definitive answer or discovery in every question. On the other hand, in a 
subject like English, there is never a correct way to grade a poem or evaluate a student’s 
interpretation of a novel. Writing is art. As Robin Williams taught us in Dead Poets Society, 
“medicine, law, business, engineering, these are noble pursuits and necessary to sustain life. But 
poetry, beauty, romance, love, these are what we stay alive for.” With that being said, we don’t 
need to rip out our textbook pages and rebel in order to shift our understanding of why we read 
and write. However, to create change, there has to be a difference in the way we compute logic 
versus how we measure emotion. Literature, writing, and interpreting centers around the 
individual, so to put a number or letter on it is a disservice to the way we choose to express 
ourselves.  
 This emphasis on grading and structure in high school English curriculum discourages 
teachers and makes them wish they could’ve done more for their students. Specialist and 
professor of composition pedagogy and American literature at California State University, Susan 
Fanetti tells us that college professors wish their students “hadn't learned so well in high school 
that an essay is five paragraphs and a thesis statement can appear only as the first or last sentence 
in the first of those five paragraphs” (Fanetti, 79). When Fanetti asked college writing instructors 
to outline their expectations of a first-year student, the majority noted that “their expectations 
have dropped over the years, as they realized that their first order of business is to help their 
students unlearn rules and skills that might have served them well in high school.” A number of 
them also reported that “many students get the impression that writing is something foreign to 
them or something which occurs only at 'school.' As a result, the first half of the semester 
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requires professors to get the student involved in his or her writing toward ownership” (Fanetti, 
81). In the repercussions of a flawed high school writing education, college professors have to 
return to the basics, trying to convince their students that there are multiple ways to write. It’s 
unfortunate that students’ writing styles feel so unfamiliar to them that they end up with a 
negative relationship toward the subject. In turn, if students lack growth and flexibility in their 
writing during college, those inabilities will most likely will carry on into their career. Ryan 
McCarty, an English professor at the University of Michigan, conducted interviews of students 
from an array of majors, asking them the importance of cross-connection among various 
subjects. One of the students noted that by taking the opportunity to discover writing across the 
disciplines, “she began to recognize that influences from these different contexts positioned her 
as a more nuanced communicator, free to draw on diverse understandings of writing” (McCarty, 
117). So, if we approached secondary English in a way that highlights more than one way to 
write, students will be able to recognize their writing and communication styles before they 
reach college-level composition.  
In weighing the responsibilities of secondary and post-secondary educators, Blog writer, 
Amy Grunewald, claims that the root of the problem is in the college professor’s lack of training. 
Grunewald suggests that just because professors are experts in their specialty does not mean 
they’re qualified to teach writing. This makes sense, as professors won't know what to base their 
expectations on if they don’t have a clear idea of how to write in their field. Maxine Hairston, an 
English professor at the University of Texas, illustrates this problem with an example by saying 
“most departmental chairpersons don't believe that an English instructor needs special 
qualifications to teach writing. As one of my colleagues says, our department wouldn't think of 
letting her teach Chaucer courses because she is not qualified; yet the chairman is delighted for 
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her to teach advanced composition, for which she is far more unqualified. The assumption is that 
anyone with a Ph.D. in English is an expert writing teacher” (Hairston, 79). While secondary 
education lacks creativity, post-secondary can sometimes lack structure or direction, leaving 
students confused. Both Grunewald and Hairston place more accountability on the high 
expectations of college professors, rather than what’s lacking in secondary curriculum. Even 
though post-secondary education has its own set of specific issues, secondary education is where 
the wicked problem is grown.  
 Reflecting back on the standardized testing side of teaching, the timed writing 
assignments that our secondary education system swears by prioritizes product over process. 
This idea especially comes into play in high school classrooms as the step of revision has almost 
been completely eradicated. Christian Wymann, a professional writing coach and author, 
deconstructs the stages of writing by defining the revision stage as a time to address areas of 
weakness and missed opportunities within a piece. For the revision phase to happen, a draft has 
to be written. Drafting should be a loose freewrite of all of our ideas. If we decide to merge both 
together, the analytical parts of our writing will be unorganized and the creative parts will be 
repressed. An entire process gets diminished when we synonymize revision with drafting, as 
tests demand that students multitask without giving them time to think. So, why are 
administrators advocating for a false perception of writing? When the writing process is taught as 
something that’s timed and linear, then students are being misled into striving for rushed, 
impossible perfection. If writing is supposed to communicate and reflect on the human 
experience, then students should be encouraged to make mistakes in their attempt to create a 
piece of work that’s organic. The system cannot expect students to “find their voice” if they’re 
required to make the grade on their first draft.  
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 Since enacting the NCLB (No Child Left Behind) Act of 2001, teachers and 
administrators still reward students for skills like memorization and fast-paced thinking. While 
students are pressured to achieve high scores by using these skills on the SAT and AP tests, we 
have to wonder if teaching to the test is as productive as it sets out to be. Even before NCLB, a 
2001 study published by the Brookings Institution found that 50-80% of year-over-year test 
score improvements were temporary and didn’t have anything to do with long-term changes in 
learning. Since there is little research to prove that SAT scores determine success, it’s evident 
that the education system is prioritizing proficiency scores and rankings over actual 
development. As little has changed in terms of standardized testing requirements, our 
Department of Education doesn’t seem to have the students' best interest at heart. Luckily, many 
colleges are turning to test-optional admission, meaning that a students’ college acceptance will 
not be contingent on their SAT or ACT scores. Hopefully, this will persuade administrators to 
rework the curriculum in order to cater it toward valuable learning.   
 Of course, because the nature of this wicked problem is so complex, it doesn’t present an 
“enumerable (or exhaustively describable) set of potential solutions” (Rittel and Webber, 164). 
To fix this issue, the whole secondary education system has to change. While that isn’t always 
possible, to move toward solving this systemic problem, we have to start in the classroom. For 
example, if teachers incorporate 10 minutes of freewriting into their lesson, they’ll be 
demonstrating one of the simplest ways to separate drafting and revising.  It’s also important that 
teachers take the time to give students feedback instead of just a number or letter grade. This 
allows students to have their writing read by an audience so that their work can be understood 
from multiple perspectives, while also allowing their teacher and peers to give helpful criticism. 
By modeling these small, healthy habits, students will have a better idea of what’s expected of 
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them in college and beyond in their future careers. On a larger scale, it has now become the 
teachers’ responsibility to find a way to encourage individuality despite the conformity of the 
curriculum. In order to create curious learners, the education system must provide students with 
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